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Background to this study 
3
4(Barnard & Li, 2016; 
Wang & Wang, 2016)
5Learner autonomy (LA)
● “the ability to take charge of one’s own learning” (Holec, 1981, p. 3)
● “the capacity to take control of one’s own learning”  (Benson, 2001, p. 47)
● Constructing learner autonomy  through control shift (Wang, 2016)
6Project-based learning (PBL)
● Project-bas ed learning (PBL) is  bas ed on the us e of authentic, s ignificant (i.e. 
s ubs tantial and requiring s ome time) projects  which require s tudents  to work 
through an inquiry proces s , often acros s  cours es , cohorts  and even 
programmes . 
● Project-bas ed learning aims  to tap into s tudents ’ decis ion-making abilities , 
curios ity and interes ts  in ‘real world’ experiences  that align with their own 
interes ts  and vocational aims . 
(Thinglink, 2015)
PBL & LA (Thinglink, 2015)
● a powerful way to help learners 
develop skills of research, 
autonomy and collaboration. 
● can take many forms and can be 
completed internally or in 
partners hip with external 
s takeholders .
● applicable to a diversity of cultural 
contexts.
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The project
8
5-i
Show
to intrigue
to inform 
to involve to interact
to inspire 
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5-i Show Project
Research Questions
RQ 1: How did the s tudents  perceive the concept of learner 
autonomy and receive the “5-i” Show?
RQ 2: What effect did the project have on the development 
of learner autonomy?   
RQ 3: What challenges  were encountered in the project 
implementation and how were they met?
Research sett ing, part icipants & methods 
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Six large classes (80 +/- ss
in each) of non-English 
major ss
• Photos & recordings 
• Observation notes  
• Interviews
• Questionnaires
A Chinese
university
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Prepare 
to show 
• Choose what to show  
• Decide on how to show it
Show it 
• Peer teaching show 
• Talent show
Evaluate 
it
• Teacher evaluation 
• Peer evaluation 
Reflect 
on it 
• Benefits 
• Challenges 
Project implementation
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RQ 1: How did the students perceive the concept of LA and 
receive the “5-i” Show?
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Likert Scale: 
Perceptions of LA
13 /15      3.62 to 4.01
RQ 1: How did the students perceive the concept of LA and 
receive the “5-i” Show?
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Receptiveness of the Show
13/15   3.33 to 3.89
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S1: It’s interesting. It’s different from the way I learnt English 
before. I think it’s good. Every one can practice. I learned a 
lot.
S2: This project gave everyone an opportunity to present. 
We learned how to make a good presentation.  We now 
understand how hard our teacher works. I will study harder.
S3: Although I spent a lot of time preparing, I still felt 
nervous. However, I’m more confident than before. I think I 
can do better next time.
S4:  Learning this way is more fun. It’s kind of autonomous 
learning and we had to do a lot by ourselves, but it pushed 
me to learn more. 17
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RQ 2: What effect did the project have on the development 
of learner autonomy? 
● Allowed s tudents ’ decis ion making / individual choices  on the ‘what’ and 
‘how’ about learning 
● Made learning more interes ting
● Provided opportunities  for s tudents ’ active ‘learning by doing’ 
● Empowered s tudents  by letting them be ‘the s age on the s tage’ 
● Allowed s tudents  to evaluate their own work (s elf or peer) 
● Enhanced s tudents ’ willingnes s  to learn (more and harder) 
● Built up s tudents ’ confidence (es p. in public s peaking & pres enting) 
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S5: It improves all kinds of skills…It’s good for our 
future employment. Through participating in the 
project, I learn how to make plans, how to monitor 
and assess my learning. I enjoy this kind of 
autonomous learning.
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RQ 3: What challenges were encountered in the project 
implementation and how were they met?
24
Challenge 1 Strategy taken to cope with it
• Getting everyone involved and 
keeping a balance between 
individual work and 
collaborative work in a large 
class
• Dividing a big job into small 
learning  tasks (the number 
approximately equal to the 
number of students), some for 
individual completion, some for 
group/team work. 
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Challenge 2 Strategies taken to cope with it
• Managing the large number of 
‘audience’ students and keeping 
them engaged while only a few 
were presenting / showing 
• Helping presenters to make 
engaging PowerPoint slides
• Occupying the audience with 
peer-evaluation  
• Allowing students to record the 
presentation / show using 
various self-selected APPs
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Challenge 3 Strategies taken to cope with it
• Insufficient time, support and 
flexibility to apply PBL under the 
current educational system
• Requiring students to do a 
combination of tasks with an 
item of their own choice and a 
‘must-do’ topic from the 
textbook   
• Keeping out-of-class learning 
support ‘on’ via QQ & WeChat 
group 
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Dis cus s ion and implications
• Interes t and motivation is  the key to PBL and LA, therefore allowing 
s tudents ’ choices  is  es s ential.            
• Appropriate teacher s upport is  crucial to effective us e of PBL and 
genuine improvement of learner autonomy.   
• No context is  flawles s  for any project. Teachers ’ unders tanding of 
contextual factors  (es p. challenges ) and willingnes s  to pos itively 
cope with them PBL plays  an important part in the project 
implementation and its  effect on the development of LA. 
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